Poisonous Plants (Edinburgh/Lothians) 


@ This file is to help with being aware of plants in the region poisonous to people. Berries are 
included generally since children might eat them, and then anything else that is strongly poisonous 
or might be accidentally eaten. There will be many others not included that are lightly poisonous 
and so unlikely to be of consequence. Don’t assume these will be all possibilities, since for 
example gardens can contain surprising things. 


@ Poisonous berries are placed first (the plant may often be poisonous too), and then other 
categories. 


@ |t should be remembered that from their point of view plants wants their ripe berries to be 
eaten but don’t want their leaves, seeds, roots or unripe berries to be eaten, so you will find for 
example a plant like the Yew can be wholly poisonous, including the seed if crushed, but the fleshy 
part of the berry is harmless. 


® You may find it helpful to zoom into the pictures. 


Poisonous Berries (the plant is often poisonous too) 


European Yew - Taxus baccata 


All parts extremely poisonous including the seed, except the fleshy red ‘aril’ of the berry. The dust 
from cutting the wood of poisonous trees can affect you. Widespread. 


Notice that although a fainter green, there are no marked white lines under the leaves most firs 
would have. 





Bittersweet - Solanum dulcamara 


All parts including fruit are poisonous though not extremely so. Common. 


Notice the leaves often have two leaflets at the leaf base as depicted (you may need to check a 
little), and the berries tend to be egg-shaped. 





White Bryony - Bryonia dioica 


All parts poisonous. Not very common but has been found throughout the city. 





Holly (English & Highclere) - Ilex aquifolium & x altaclerensis 


Fruits are toxic but toxicity is said to be low. 


Berries are usually red but may be yellow. The leaves are usually spikey (in a cuspy way for English 
Holly, in a flat, forward-pointing way in Highclere) but may lack spikey entirely, see below. 








European Spindle-Tree - Euonymus europaeus 


Poisonous (details not specified). Not greatly common. 





Lord’s-and-Ladies / Cuckoo Pint - Arum maculatum 


Poisonous raw - see notes at PFAF. Appendix usually dark (sometimes yellow). Common in woods. 
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Italian Lord’s-and-Ladies - Arum italicum ssp italicum 


Poisonous raw - see notes at PFAF. This is the garden form, with white veins and a yellow floral 
column (‘appendix’). Not greatly common escaped into the wild. 


Berries similar to above. 
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Snowberry & Coralberry - Symphoricarpos 


The berries are not strongly poisonous. They can be white, white flushed pink, or pink, depending 
on the species. Common. 





Alder Buckthorn - Frangula alnus 


Superficially like a small cherry but notice how the leaves are not toothed. Occasional. 





Spurge Laurel - Daphne laureola 


All parts poisonous. Skin contact with the sap can cause a reaction for some people. Patchy 
distribution. 


Notice how the berries are egg-shaped and cluster at the stem. 
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Wild Privet (& Garden Privet) - Ligustrum vulgare (& ovalifolium) 


Not too toxic, and eating the fruit may lead to vomiting. Common in woods (vulgare) and gardens 
(ovalifolium). 





Purging Buckthorn - Rhamnus cathartica 


Fruit is purgative, other parts may be poisonous. 


Notice this has toothed leaves. 





Deadly Nightshade - Atropa belladonna 


The whole plant including the fruit (which tastes sweet) are very poisonous. Handling the plant 
with a cut may for some cause a reaction. Not very common but found particularly in the city. 





Virginia Creeper - Parthenocissus quinquefolia 


Some people’s skin reacts to the leaves. Uncommon in the wild but may be grown up against walls. 


Note that Virginia Creeper has suckers (pic 2) whilst the similar-looking False-Virginia Creeper 
(Parthenocissus vitacea) has tendrils without suckers. 





Ivy (English, Irish & Persian Ivies) - Hedera helix & colchica 


Poisonous, and excessive contact may irritate the skin. Common. 


Notice that the flower/fruit leaves (pic 1 & 2) are simple and entirely different from the non- 
flowering leaves (pics 3-5) which are lobed and take a wide variety of shapes. The end row #1 


shows Persian Ivy. 
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Horse Chestnut - Aesculus hippocastanum 


(And also Red Horse Chestnut - Aesculus x carnea) 


Poisonous raw and not leached, see notes at PFAF. The tree should not be confused with Sweet 
Chestnut. This has a single round conker, whereas Sweet Chestnuts are like orange slices. 
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»Red Horse-Chestnut 


Buttercup Family 


Monkshood & its hybrid - Aconitum napellus & x stoerkianum 


Extremely poisonous, the sap easily absorbed into the skin. Wild found predominately outside the 
city, but may be in gardens. 





Celery-Leaved Buttercup - Ranunculus sceleratus 


All parts of the plant poisonous when fresh and its sap (or handling) can cause strong skin 
reactions. Frequent in damp places particularly to the west. 





Hellebore - Helleborus 


A very poisonous group of plants, these are found in gardens and occasionally escape into the wild. 





Umbellifers 


Giant Hogweed - Heracleum mantegazzianum 


The sap can cause an extreme reaction in skin when the skin is exposed to light. Sap entering the 
eye can likewise blind, so you would not want children to break the stems or use them as 


telescopes. Common. 

Not to be confused with the much milder Common Hogweed, this grows very tall (to 5m; Common 
Hogweed rarely reaches 1m here) and tends to have red blotches on its stem with coarse hairs; the 
leaves have a spiky shape to their edging except when young. 
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Wild Parsnip - Pastinaca sativa 


As with Giant Hogweed above, skin contact with the sap can cause a very strong reaction when 
exposed to light. Patchily met outside the city, and may be in gardens. 


A piece of torn leaf will smell of parsnip. 


Fool’s Parsley - Aethusa cynapium 


Fairly poisonous when not dry or heated. Fairly common. 


Notice the long green bracteoles dropping down under the flowers like knives in the picture. 
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Hemlock Water-Dropwort - Oenanthe crocata 


Extremely poisonous. Likes water - frequent along the coast. 


Like a large celery and when broken smells like celery. Notice on pic 3 (zoom!) the dark anthers to 
the flowers. 
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Hemlock - Conium maculatum 


Extremely poisonous when not dry or heated; children could be badly poisoned using the hollow 
stems as blowpipes. Widespread. 


Superficially like Cow Parsley, but notice the rather greyish stems (sometimes rather unprevalent) 
often with red blotches somewhere, and the flowers have bracts (arrowed). 


/ y 


Sigs b/ IS 
'D) ty ai ‘a Vat a @ 
Redness 





Rough Chervil - Chaerophyllum temulum 


Fairly poisonous, apparently causing gastro-intestinal inflammation, drowsiness, vertigo and 
cardiac weakness. 


Perhaps could be confused with Cow Parsley but note the rather blobby leaves compared to Cow 
Parsley’s rather pointy-edged leaves. 
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Other Plants 


Spurges - Euphorbia 
There are a good many spurges around, a sample depicted below. 


Sap from Euphorbia can cause skin reactions in the sun, especially if you have a cut. Toxicity 
remains high even when dry. The first two examples shown (Euphorbia peplus & helioscopia) are 
widespread whilst number 6 is often grown in gardens. 





Dog’s Mercury - Mercurialis perennis 


All parts are poisonous; it might be accidentally gathered whilst collecting other plants such as 
Ground Elder. Common in woods & slightly-sheltered edges. 


It’s a single upright stem with simple pairs of leaves, forming patches. 





Foxglove - Digitalis purpurea 
All parts are very poisonous. Common. 


A distinctive plant; The young leaves are felty-looking. 









= 


ae see 
SA Ae, 
(mn Oe 
ORT, 


“Lia Cage 
0 fo 
Cres 


~ 


en 





= Fae 
ue s- 





Great & Prickly Lettuce - Lactuca virosa & serriola 


The sap is poisonous. Uncommon. 


The plant is basically like a giant wild lettuce, with fairly entire leaves or lobey. Great Lettuce has 
blackish/maroon seeds, Prickly Lettuce paler browny seeds. 








Opium Poppy - Papaver somniferum 


Strongly poisonous, except the seeds and it is said the young leaves. A common casual that may be 
found in large numbers in some spots. 


This poppy has large bluey-grey leaves. It has a variety of forms in the wild due to its cultivated 
sources, some of which are shown. 
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Greater Celandine - Chelidonium majus 


The sap particularly can cause a poisonous reaction. Uncommon in the wild but sometimes in 
gardens. 


Four yellow petals like a poppy with small flowers, and broad leaves. Could be mistaken for a 
brassica given its four yellow petals. May be encountered in a double-petalled form. 





Trees & Shrubs (Non-Berry) 


Laburnum (Common, Alpine & Voss’s) - Laburnum anagyroides, alpinum & x 
watereri 


All parts of the plant especially the seed are poisonous. Children might think of the pods like beans 
and try to eat them. Common. 


A tree, of which notice the leaves are formed of three leaflets. 





Robinia / False-Acacia - Robinia pseudoacacia 


All parts (except flowers) poisonous (destroyed by heat). Occasionally planted. 


The flowers are white, and the twigs have spikes (shown). 
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Oaks (English, Sessile, Turkey, Red, Holly, Pin) - Quercus 


The acorns of British oaks need prolonged leaching in water to be safe to eat. Widespread. 


There are numerous oaks to be found around, mostly with lobey leaves, the two most common 
being Quercus robur & petraea. 





Bulbs 


Bluebell - Hyacinthoides 


The bulb and probably the plant is poisonous. The bulbs or leaves could accidentally be gathered 
whilst collecting Few-Flowered Garlic. 


A familiar plant, the leaves do not smell of garlic. Our two to be encountered are the Common 
(Native) & the Hybrid Bluebell. The variation in leaf width is shown in the last picture (the wide 
leaf is the Hybrid, the narrow the Native). 
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Daffodil - Narcissus 
All parts are poisonous, especially the bulb, and even the flower. Common. 


There are many species and types of daffodil, some small. The leaves regularly have a greyish-blue 


sheen. 





Snowdrop - Galanthus nivalis (& others) 


The bulb particularly is poisonous and you wouldn’t want to accidentally gather this plant whilst 
collecting Few-Flowered Garlic. The are various cultivated snowdrops that are sometimes found, 
which may have wide leaves or bright green leaves - G. elwesii, G. plicatus, G. woronowii. 


The flowers are distinctive, but note the greyish-blue leaves. Picture 2 shows a snowdrop 
surrounded by Few-Flowered Garlic with its bright green leaves that smell garlicky. Pic 3 shows the 
fruits. Note that some planted ones have wide leaves more like tulips (G. elwesii) and some have 
green not bluey leaves (G. woronowii), as shown. 


APY, . 


sare a ‘, 
\\ oat NG |) JT Neds 
A ; ” ae 
“* yh A eS 
3 \ \ ; sy ‘a 
+ 





Meadow Saffron - Colchicum autumnale 


All parts poisonous especially the bulb, whose handling can cause allergies in sensitive people. 
Occasional. 





Items to Add 


Also Note : Herb Paris, Sanicle 


Info 

Updated : 2020-08-01 - please check you have the latest version! 

Contact : David Merrick - facebook.com/meteorquake 

Foraging Group for Lothians : facebook.com/groups/foraginginedinburgh 
Foraging Group for Ratho (W of Edinburgh) : facebook.com/groups/rathoforaging 


All items in this Series : paintdrawer.co.uk/nature/edinburgh/foraging.htm 


